XVII.
THE ARMY OE ITALY ON THE PO.   NOVEMBER, 218 B. C.

THE valley of the Po was very rich. It was inhabited by the Gauls, a fine
people living on the luxuriance of the land. The Po is the main obstacle to
the invasion of Italy, and its main line of defense. It and its affluents form a
barrier difficult to be overcome. The Romans were at Placentia, a city which
can be attacked only by forcing a passage of the Po from the north side, or by
the defile of Stradella on the south bank. The Army of Italy was ready for its
work. It was admirably organized, and despite its losses a short rest put it in
good heart. Hannibal learned with surprise that Scipio had come back to con-
front him on the Po, and was now at the head of the praetorian army which
had been defeated by his allies, the Boians. He was preparing to move upon
Placentia, when he heard that the consul had moved across the Po and was
about to advance towards him. This simplified a difficult problem to the
dimensions of an open-country battle- Hannibal, of course, was strategically
bound by the topography of the Padane country, but not in the same way Na-
poleon was. He moved straight towards Scipio by crossing the Ticinns at its
upper fords and marching down its eastern bank. Here, at the head of his
cavalry, he ran across Scipio, who was out on a reconnoissance with his horse
and light foot. A combat ensued, in which the Romans were defeated and
Scipio badly wounded. The consular army retired across the Po. Hannibal
had won the first innings.

THAT the peninsula of Italy was peopled by diverse nation-
alities was a fact in Hannibal's favor. In the northern zone,
filling the valley of the Po, lived the Gauls; the Italian
tribes occupied the centre; the Greek colonies monopolized
the southern zone. As we have seen, Hannibal had based
his calculations primarily upon the alliance of the Gauls ; a
second factor was possible aid from Macedon; a third, and
the most important one, was the disaffection towards Rome
which he might breed among her colonies and allies south, oflowing is substantially his account.
